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With Love, From: 
A Choreographic Thesis 
I knew that I wanted to do a choreographic thesis since the beginning of my 
freshman year. Sarina Ramirez-Ortiz asked me to be a part of her senior thesis during 
my first year on the bluff and I remember feeling so honored. Her process was so 
interesting and ignited my desire to choreograph even more. She would walk into the 
studio and generate movement on the spot and we would learn it with her. She would 
shift and craft the movement in the moments and ask us for our opinions as the 
rehearsal went on. She would keep a thorough journal of all the notes she had. She 
would add doodles and quotes and random ideas that somehow her mind and body 
would shift into the creation of movement. This was a very new process for me, as I 
came from a studio setting where the choreography was decided before we walked in 
the door.  
I grew up choreographing at my studio for student choreography competitions 
and for some of the younger girls on the company. My work was nothing to be too 
excited about, but I knew that I enjoyed generating work and being inspired by the 
bodies around me. Freshman year, I created a piece for Impulse, the student-run dance 
concert on campus. I was very proud of that work, and I was honored that it was 
selected to be in the Spring Dance Concert that April 2016. The previous year, Justice 
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Domingo, Clare Sitzer and Olivia Parker were chosen to participate in the Spring 
Concert as well, and since then we have been the only freshmen asked to present work 
in the concert. It was such a humbling feeling to know that my work was worthy of being 
on a performance stage, even as a new member of the LMU Dance Community. This 
once again lit the flame of passion for choreography in my body. Over the next 4 years, 
I would choreograph works I never could have imagined making. I would create works in 
styles ranging from modern to hip hop, to jazz and even tap. My choreographic journey 
would be longer than I ever expected. 
One immensely important moment in my life was losing my best friend Bianca 
Red Arrow during the fall of my junior year. I hadn’t experienced anything like this 
before, and it was devastating. Bianca was my little sister in my sorority, Kappa Alpha 
Theta, and she was one of the brightest lights in my life. She was always there to bring 
a smile to my face when I was sad, or make me laugh when I needed it. She had such 
an important presence in every room she walked into. She was also insanely supportive 
of everything I wanted to do artistically. She was one of my biggest fans. When she 
passed away, it felt like my heart had been ripped out of my chest. I lost a lot of 
motivation in life and in dance. I didn’t want to leave my bedroom or talk to anyone 
about anything. Dancing was a burden instead of the artistic expression I used to crave 
all day. I’m not someone who enjoys writing by any means, but somehow I found myself 
needing to write down everything I wished I could say to her. I wrote down the events 
and moments that I would have wanted to share. I wrote down how I felt when I thought 
of her. When her mom asked me to write something for her funeral in North Carolina, I 
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wrote her a letter. I wrote about the memories we shared and how she made me and so 
many others feel so loved. After I wrote that letter I felt a need to express even more. I 
knew there weren’t enough words to describe everything I felt about her love. So I 
walked into the studio one night and I danced. I finally felt good about dancing again. It 
felt therapeutic and necessary. I cried that night as I walked home from Burns, but they 
weren’t tears of sadness anymore. They were tears of relief.  
 
                            
 
After that moment, I knew that I wanted to choreograph a piece for Bianca. I 
wanted to take the words I had written about our time together and create a piece of 
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work relating to those memories and my current feelings. I had already signed up for the 
spring concert adjudication with another piece in mind, but I knew that this dance was 
the one I wanted on the stage. I arrived at the first adjudication with less completed than 
I had hoped, but enough to show I had started my work. I was asked to continue 
working with a mentor and progressed to the next adjudication. My mentor for the work 
was Lillian Barbeito, who is someone that inspires me daily. I have had the privilege of 
working with her many times through LMU and outside of the university. She expects 
perfection from her dancers in BODYTRAFFIC, and I wanted that discipline in my 
rehearsals to keep me moving forward and to keep the emotions I was feeling from 
overwhelming my progress.  
Prior to this piece, I had never choreographed a solo on myself outside of 
classroom setting. I usually prefer to choreograph group pieces which do not include 
myself so I am able to watch and give corrections throughout the whole process. Not 
being able to watch each run because I was the only dancer was a very interesting 
adjustment to make. I filmed almost all of my rehearsals and run-throughs, and I asked 
my friends and peers to watch the videos and sections for feedback whenever anyone 
was free. Lillian attended lots of my rehearsals, and pushed me to make choices on 
moments to which I hadn’t given much thought. Specifics like “which way is your elbow 
pointing when it is on the ground?” and “how far do you step each time you almost 
stand up?” were what helped take the piece from a brain dump of emotion to a work of 
art. I entered the piece to be performed at Impulse, the student-run dance concert, to 
guarantee that I had a completed piece for the second adjudication. I called the piece 
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“Dear B,” as it was the physical embodiment of my letter to her. My costume was a 
simple black dress with bright yellow socks, representing one of Bianca’s favorite colors 
and the sunflowers that remind us of her every day. I’ll never forget how many times 
Damon bugged me about how my socks got so dirty while I was dancing, but I didn’t 
care because the color represented something more important to me. Performing that 
piece in front of so many people who had gone through this terrible journey with me was 
emotional, to say the least.  
There is a moment in the solo where I look to the downstage right corner with my 
wrists exposed outward, representing my vulnerability to the pain I feel from losing her, 
and in the first performance, Abby Miller was sitting right in my line of sight. Abby Miller 
is my best friend and someone who understands the pain of this experience better than 
anyone. She was also close to Bianca and was my most important rock immediately 
following. I slept at her house when I needed to get off campus, and I cried into her 
arms every couple of days. When I made eye contact with her at that moment of the 
performance, we both broke down. I instantly started to cry the tears that had been 
building since the first note came out of the speaker. As the piece finished and I exited 
the stage, you could hear my sobs rising as the music faded. That cathartic feeling that 
came from that first improvisation was back and I just cried. Cried tears of sadness over 
the loss, tears of joy over being lucky enough to dance and perform and tears of anger 
over how this could be happening to me and those around me. My peers gathered 
around me and held me through the rollercoaster in my chest. Eventually, I was able to 
sit in silence and enjoy the other pieces of the program. 
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The feedback I received after the performance was extremely humbling. I knew 
that this piece was so important for my grieving process and emotional understanding, 
but I hadn’t really thought about how others may feel. So many people came to me with 
words of encouragement or support and so many others came to me with feelings of 
gratitude for sharing my story. People I had never met, who didn’t know what the piece 
was about, came up to me for a hug or a kind smile. I felt so honored to have presented 
my work. Despite feeling as if this performance was both important and complete, I 
knew that this piece wasn’t over after this weekend. I knew that there was more I 
wanted to share about this story on the stage- with proper lighting and costuming and of 
course more rehearsal time. 
    When the 2nd adjudication finally came around and the solo was not selected 
to be a part of the concert, I was a bit defeated, as I felt that the piece was not complete 
in regards to performance. I met with Kristen Smiarowski to ask for feedback from the 
faculty present at adjudication and I was surprised to hear that the general consensus 
was that the piece was too personal for that proscenium stage setting. She mentioned 
that the Impulse performance was a complete package and that the Spring Concert 
wasn’t the right setting for such an emotional and personal piece. Hearing this news 
made me feel angry. I understand that their job is to choose pieces for the concert, but 
how do they know if the piece is complete in its run on a stage? Who are they to say 
that the piece is too personal? Did Abby Miller not perform a solo with a scripted poem 
about her Grandmother’s passing at the last Spring Concert? How is my piece too 
emotional and personal? It left me feeling incomplete with this story I knew I needed to 
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tell. At that moment, I decided that this solo was going to be in my senior thesis project 
somehow. The next step was discovering how it would fit in.  
    When I looked back at the process for this work, I kept coming back to my 
initial letter. It started this whole journey. I asked myself if I could write letters to others 
to generate stories and movement. They didn’t need to be as specific as this letter to 
Bianca, but they needed to be important to write. They could be to him or to us or to 
them. I could let the people performing as well as watching decide who they needed the 
letters to be for. I decided on 6 letters total- To You, To Me, To Him, To Her, To Us, and 
To Them. Each letter had a specific recipient for me, but I wasn’t going to share that 
with others. I wanted these letters to stay ambiguous so that everyone involved could 
relate it to their stories. The Bianca piece was about grief and loss. For me, it was 
specifically about my friend, but for others, it could be about their mother, their lover, or 
even their dog. With these 6 letters slowly being written over the next year, the 
movement was created from the feelings attached to those words on the pages. My 
specific feelings were becoming abstract movement to create a vessel for storylines. 
The whole show would be called “With Love, From,” as the letters are all sent with love 
from whoever needs to send them. My next step was to get a cast of people together to 
share these stories.  
While abroad over the 2018 summer in France, I sent out a message to 12 
potential cast members for my thesis. I knew that I wanted to work with dancers who I 
knew could move how I wanted, but also who I trusted. This thesis project was being 
generated from a raw part of my being, and I needed to be with people who I could trust 
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to care for the vulnerability to come. I reached out to Eva Crystal, Halie Donabedian, 
Lisanne Holterman, Mackenzie McElroy, Kiera Breaugh, Haley Smith, Haley Hoekstra, 
Riley Higgins, Monica Williams, Mimi Rupert, Tippy Dringman and Molly Wilson. They 
all expressed their interest in performing my work which was a relieving feeling, 
however since Tippy was going abroad in the spring, she was unable to be a part of the 
work. These dancers are all people I consider friends beyond just being my peers, and 
their positive energy was something I looked forward to working with over the year. I 
was disappointed to not have Tippy as a part of this project because she was one of the 
most important people in my life during everything with Bianca. There is nothing I could 
do about her traveling abroad, though, so I had to remove her from my cast. 
As the fall semester began, I reached out to the same dancers again to confirm 
their participation. Halie Donabedian, Eva Crystal, Monica Williams, Haley Hoekstra, 
and Kiera Breaugh all let me know that they were no longer able to participate. 
Obviously, I understand that people’s schedules change and that especially on our 
campus, the dancers overcommit themselves to projects and opportunities. However, it 
was hurtful to have people express an interest in my work and agree to be a part of my 
process and then change their minds, and only tell me when I reminded them about the 
work. My cast of 13 (including myself) was now only a cast of 7. I reached out to some 
other dancers who I know well and who I enjoy watching the movement of, including 
Kelsey Ang, Reagan Ricossa, Lilli Maples, Annalise Gehling, and Maya Singh. Maya 
was the only freshman I asked to participate in my thesis, and I chose her because of 
her authentic energy and commitment to work. I had seen her dance at plunge and her 
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pure joy to be in those studios and moving with her fellow dancers was infectious. She 
was joyful and confident in her movement while still being humble and open to learning. 
Despite not knowing her well, I knew that her presence was one I would grow into more 
throughout the year. She is now someone I care about deeply.  
These 5 dancers agreed to be a part of these works, and luckily I was back with 
a larger cast that I had hoped for. I had originally wanted to start my rehearsals in that 
fall semester, but due to my own schedule becoming extremely packed with 5 different 
rehearsals for the fall concert, as well as student concert piece rehearsals and 
schoolwork, I decided to postpone starting until the spring semester. I would work on 
the choreography on my own, and start teaching the cast after winter break. I sent out a 
doodle poll to see when everyone was available. Since the full production is a 6-part 
work and one of the pieces was my solo about Bianca, I didn’t need to have everyone 
all together for one long rehearsal, but rather have 1.5-hour rehearsals for each of the 
other 5 sections throughout the week. I created a spreadsheet within my journal of how 
many people I wanted in each piece, who was available when, and which song I wanted 
for each section.  
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Mimi Rupert’s schedule ended up being almost the complete opposite of 
everything available for everyone else, including myself, so, unfortunately, she was 
unable to work with me on this project. I was saddened to not have her involved, but I 
understood that there wasn’t much we could do to solve the problem. After working 
through all the logistics and cross-checking many different schedules, I finally had a set 
rehearsal schedule that worked for everyone. However, following my email of the set 
schedule for the spring semester rehearsals, Molly Wilson sent me a message saying 
she could no longer be a part of my thesis. She expressed feeling overcommitted and 
overwhelmed, which I totally understand. However, sending me a message 2 days 
before the first rehearsal saying you can no longer participate in something so important 
to me was hurtful. I felt like so many people who had told me they wanted to work with 
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me had bailed on me for other projects. Why was my thesis taking the back seat to 
Brynn’s or Riley’s? I had asked you to be a part of mine with plenty of time to know what 
other projects you were a part of. Of course, there was nothing I could do about Molly 
not being in my thesis, but it did give me doubt in my abilities as a choreographer 
because it felt as if nobody had faith in my work and therefore did not want to be 
involved. 
Despite these feelings of despair, I did still have a very solid cast of people who I 
trusted and was excited to work with. I was excited to create these works with these 
bodies and souls. My first rehearsal was on Friday, February 1st at 2:30 pm. The 
rehearsal was for the section To Them, which was the last of the 6. My first step in any 
choreographic process is to have the cast improvise to the song so that I can see how 
their bodies want to move to the music. While the work is my own, I want the dancers to 
feel comfortable in the movement and on the stage. Their bodies are performing my 
work, so their bodies should understand the movement. Usually, I’ll film this improv so I 
can look back at the movement styles and get inspiration from their movement, however 
this time I didn’t. At the moment, it didn’t feel right to film their dancing. I’m not sure why, 
but I’m glad that I didn’t. I think it kept their dancing more authentic because they 
weren’t worried about the camera or me watching. Their bodies and instincts were all so 
unique and creative. So many choices were made that I had never thought of within the 
music. Having listened to most of these songs since my junior year in college, I knew 
their beats and nuances pretty well. Somehow, these 6 dancers were moving to tones 
and melodies I hadn’t even noticed before, and they didn’t even know the songs. I was 
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instantly inspired by my cast and wanted to jump right into creating movement. We had 
a very productive first rehearsal, and my confidence was built up a bit more. The first 
couple of rehearsals were very similar to this feeling. We would improv at the beginning, 
learn some choreography, and leave feeling excited and proud. 
The next hiccup to occur was regarding Annalise Gehling. When this process 
began, she told me about wanted to audition for the Del Rey Players production of “Next 
to Normal.” This show was being performed the weekend of the Senior Thesis 
Showcase but was not supposed to conflict because my project would be presented 
first. She was worried about rehearsals, but she really wanted to be a part of this 
process. She was only placed in two of the six sections, and rehearsals weren’t going to 
conflict until later in the process, hopefully after all the choreography was done. She is 
my roommate, so I figured that in the worst case scenario, I could meet with her one on 
one for any corrections or cleaning we did. Things were going great with this first couple 
rehearsals, but then Annalise sprained her wrist. Normally this wouldn’t be the worst 
injury to happen, especially because my movement is usually very gestural and doesn’t 
involve a lot of partnering or floorwork, but with the schedule conflicts coming up sooner 
than I had hoped, it seemed like Annalise wasn’t going to be able to remain in my 
thesis. It was very hard to take her out of the pieces because I wanted her to be a part 
of it so badly. Luckily, I wasn’t cast in any of the other pieces originally, so I was able to 
step in and take her spot in the two sections she was in. This way it didn’t change the 
actual pieces, it was just a new body. The hardest part for me was that since I was now 
dancing in these sections, I could no longer watch the whole rehearsal. As I mentioned 
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before, I prefer to not be in my own works for this reason. I like being able to see 
everything and give corrections in the moment to my dancers. These two sections were 
now going to be much harder for me to work with, but it was what had to be done.  
Another major setback during the rehearsal process was unplanned conflicts. My 
rehearsals were on Wednesday nights and over the weekend. My original timeline was 
to teach at least a minute of choreography at each rehearsal, meaning the dances 
would be done on average within the first five weeks, leaving about five weeks for 
cleaning. My journal made it seem so possible and so optimistic. However, there were 
many weekends where the majority of my people were out of town, such as ACDA. I 
couldn’t hold rehearsals on those weekends because what would have been the point? 
Nobody would have been there to learn the choreography or corrections. I also had 
many personal conflicts with my other commitments this semester. I had events for 
organizations that I lead, which meant that I couldn’t be at rehearsals. I know that I am 
an overcommitted person, but this process showed just how busy I am. These missed 
rehearsals set me back a bit in my teaching process, which stressed me out. One of my 
sections wasn’t finished until the week before the presentation of the projects- which is 
not at all what I had hoped would happen.  
I never read the letters to anyone in the cast. My original idea was to have them 
printed in the program for the audience to read, but I decided against it. I wanted the 
audience to take my choreography and craft their own letters to whoever they needed to 
speak to. I didn’t want to impose my stories on their minds. I also didn’t share the literal 
letters with the dancers because I also wanted them to create their own stories within 
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the dances. I shared the general tones of the letters and the ideas behind them but 
didn’t share the written words or who they were meant for. The only letter anyone knew 
who it was about was To Her for Bianca. The movement spoke for itself in the rehearsal 
process, and I liked being able to see the personal stories through the performance 
qualities of my cast. It was like I had a little secret inspiration that kept the pieces slightly 
personal for me. It kept the work feeling like it truly was my own while still being a gift for 
the people involved on and off the stage.  
On the morning of April 6th, 2019, I was extremely nervous. I knew that my cast 
knew the dances, but I was anxious about presenting this work in front of an audience 
of peers and mentors in a matter of hours. I got to the Strub Theater at 9:00 am that day 
for tech and a run-through before the show actually began at 5:00 pm. I was in the 
theater all day watching everyone’s dances as well as going through some last minute 
corrections with my cast. As the day continued, my nerves only got worse. I felt like my 
work wasn’t as strong as the other sections of the program. During the run-through of 
the To Him section, Mackenzie and Maya forgot a whole section of the dance. I was so 
scared that this project my cast and I had worked so hard on for so long was going to 
fail. I felt my stomach dropping and I don’t think I ate even a full meal that whole day 
because of the emotions. Eventually, I knew that I just needed to accept that there 
wasn’t much else I could do. I reminded my cast to review anything and everything they 
felt unsure about.  
I spent a lot of my time reviewing my Bianca solo as well. I had not rehearsed it 
as much as the other pieces because I was nervous to perform it again. I knew it would 
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feel different than the initial performance because I am in an entirely new place in my 
life now. I kept postponing running through it and gave priority to the pieces that 
involved my other dancers. But I was out of time and I had to work on it seriously 
because the performance was that day. I listened to the song on repeat while sitting in 
the Strub, marking through the movements and staging in my mind. It felt good to think 
about this piece again, but as I was sitting there, I realized that it wasn’t about the steps 
so much as it was about the feelings behind the movement. When I made this dance it 
was all about getting my feelings out in the only way my mind knows how. I wasn’t 
having the same feelings in the same way, so the dance would be different. I had new 
feelings regarding the passing of my best friend that would influence the movement and 
performance in a new way.  
When 5:00 pm hit, I walked onto the stage with my cast and gathered in a 
huddle. I thanked them for all they had done for me throughout this process. I thanked 
them for their commitment, their talent, and their love. I was close to tears, but I knew 
they would really start pouring after the performance was over. We got into our opening 
positions and the work lights dimmed to black. I heard the curtain start to rise and the 
audience begin to quiet down. My thesis had begun. I usually can’t really remember 
performances very vividly. My body goes into a state of muscle memory and after I 
leave the stage I don’t even know what I just did. This performance was not the same. I 
remember every moment of eye contact with another dancer and every footstep across 
the marley. I remember watching every second from the wings of the pieces I wasn’t 
performing. I remember the tears pooling in my eyes as the first note of Gymnopedie 
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No. 1 began playing for my solo. I remember hugging Reagan backstage during the last 
section as I realized that my thesis performance was coming to a close. I couldn’t 
believe how quickly 30 minutes passed. I came out for my bows and couldn’t hold the 
tears in any longer. I was so proud of myself, my cast and the crew for all the hard work 
we had put in. It had been the best run of each piece yet. Everything that had been 
strange before that performance was somehow fixed on that stage. I had to run and get 
ready to perform in Mackenzie’s thesis, but the rest of the night all I could think about 
was how honored I was to have worked with these people and shared these stories.  
This final product was more than I could have expected or hoped for, but there 
are places for improvement. If I had another year to work on this project, I would go 
through every section with a fine-toothed comb. I would also have asked my dancers to 
write their own letters. Lilli Maples had told me that she wrote a letter to someone for the 
section To You. I wish that I had been able to read her letter and that I had been able to 
tell her fellow dancers to try to write one as well. I feel that this aspect of the thesis 
could have influenced their movement qualities. I would have loved to also perform the 
project again, and potentially make a film or video out of the works. I think there are 
many sections that could be performed in different site-specific areas to help enhance 
or create a story. These other avenues I could have gone down for this project would 
have been interesting to develop and explore, but with only a year to fully execute a 
30-minute show along with other classwork and projects, I knew I needed to set limits. 
Maybe I’ll come back to these pieces again someday and develop them even more.  
16 
The most fulfilling part of this performance and project was seeing how the 
pieces flowed together and fit together like a puzzle. Since rehearsals for each section 
were on different days, and since we didn’t rehearse the pieces in order of the show, I 
wasn’t sure how it would all flow together on the stage. We ended up only having a total 
of 3 full run-throughs with the whole cast, including the tech run-through that Saturday 
morning. My intention to have all 6 sections flow between each other without a real 
break was hopefully going to make sense, and luckily it did. The transitions made so 
much sense and flowed so well once the sound was mixed together and the lighting 
was implemented.  
This next year is going to be a very interesting one for my life. I have accepted a 
job to be an Educational Leadership Consultant for Kappa Alpha Theta Fraternity. As an 
undergraduate student at LMU, Greek life has truly shaped who I am as a person. They 
have influenced me in ways I didn’t know possible, including in my creative outlets. This 
next year won’t include as much dancing as I originally thought, as I’ll be traveling 
across the country and Canada to different chapters every week to help them with their 
accountability, recruitment, or leadership. I’m so excited about this opportunity, but it 
really scares me. I’ve learned so much about my creative mind and body while a dance 
student here, I don’t want all my knowledge to disappear. I struggled with accepting this 
job for a long time, despite knowing that it was something I wanted to do for a long time. 
A year from now, I will be just finishing up this experience and officially moving back to 
Los Angeles to pursue a commercial and concert dance career.  
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Something I didn’t really consider was being a choreographer post-graduation. I 
knew that I liked to create work, but I never thought of it as my career choice. At the 
least, I thought it may be something I pursue much later in my career. This process has 
shown me how important choreography is to my life. Generating movement is a way for 
me to speak my feelings and thoughts without being so direct. I can be abstract and 
beautiful with feelings that make me feel ugly inside. I can discuss topics that I don’t 
have the words to say. I can work through the hardest events in my life, as well as the 
happiest. My body is this amazing vessel for creativity that I know feel I can celebrate. I 
don’t need to be shy about my talents. This project made me accept that I am worthy of 
creating art and that there are no set rules for how to make artistic works. I see myself 
continuing to create works in my future as I continue a performance career as well. In 
this next year where I won’t be performing, I plan to channel my dance energy into 
creating works. They don’t need to be performed on the largest stages or even 
performed at all. They are for myself and my creative well-being.  
In 5 years, I hope to have established myself in Los Angeles as a performer in 
both concert and commercial work. Since day one, I have said that I dream to dance for 
BODYTRAFFIC. Their works always combine such strong dance technique with 
interesting storylines and moments of acting. As someone who has always loved dance 
theater, this company seems to embody a lot of what I artistically enjoy performing. I’ve 
had the privilege of working with Lillian on 2 pieces here at LMU, as well as serving as 
the BODYTRAFFIC summer intern in the summer of 2017. I’ve taken their company 
classes off campus, as well as Lillian’s careers in dance class, Countertechnique, and 
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contact improv here at LMU. Her mentorship on my solo for Bianca was so important to 
me, and I admire her so greatly. Her presence when she enters a room is so strong, 
and I aspire to create, move, and exist with the same energy someday. I hope to one 
day choreograph work for BODYTRAFFIC as well. The dancers that train under Tina 
Berkett and Lillian are immeasurably good. In 10 years, my work will be on the stage 
under their name. Beyond that, I hope that my work is able to travel beyond the city 
limits of Los Angeles. I hope I am able to dip my toes into the New York and Chicago 
dance scenes, and I hope I am able to tour my works outside of the states as well. The 
stories portrayed through dance are universal, and I want to see firsthand how my 
personal expressions and experiences are received in different cultures and 
communities. I have a lot of artistic ideas, probably too many to accomplish in one 
lifetime. This thesis project showed me that I can do anything I set my mind to and that 
my art is so important to me living a healthy life. To all the people who have helped me 
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